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The Commissioner of Official Languages is an officer of Parliament charged with 
the task of overseeing the application of the Official Languages Act in all Federal 
Government institutions. This brochure gives a general description of the Act 
and outlines how the Commissioner fulfills his wide-ranging mandate. It also 
describes how his Office is organized to do the job. 


T he Official Languages Act, adopted by Parliament in 1969, 
makes English and French official languages for all 
purposes of the Parliament and Government of Canada. 


The Act applies to roughly 180 institutions of the Parliament 
and Government of Canada, including departments, Crown 
corporations, judicial or quasi-judicial bodies, commissions 
and other agencies at the federal level. It also covers a few 
private businesses holding concessions with federal agencies 
— for example, those serving the travelling public. 


The Act sets out what the Federal Government must do to 
ensure that the two languages have equal status in its opera- 
tions and it creates the position of Commissioner of Official 
Languages to oversee the application of the law. The Act is 
essentially concerned with the language capacities of organi- 
zations, not of individuals. This means that, where required, 
each federal institution must be able to provide its services to 
the public in both official languages; it does not mean that all 
federal employees at every level must be or become bilingual. 
Nor does it in any way require private citizens to become 
bilingual. The object, quite simply, is to allow people to deal 
with Federal Government institutions in the official language 
of their choice — an aim which plainly respects, indeed 
protects, unilingualism. 


Within federal institutions, an important distinction exists 
between language of service and language of work. 
Language of service means the language used in dealings 
between the federal administration and the public. Lan- 
guage of work means the language used in the Federal 
Government's internal administration. The Act affirms the 
principle that English and French enjoy equal status, rights 
and privileges as to their use as federal languages of work, 
as well as languages of service to the public. 


The Parllamentary Resolution of 1973 

The Resolution on Official Languages adopted by Parliament 
in June, 1973, both reinforces the terms of the Official Lan- 
guages Act and sets out in clearer language the commitment 
that federal public servants should be able to work in the 
official language of their choice. Thus, the Resolution states in 
part that 


...public servants should, as a general proposition and 
subject to the requirements of the Official Languages Act 
respecting the provision of services to the public, be able 
to carry out their duties in the Public Service of Canada 
in the official language of their choice. 


the Commissioner 


: The Role of 
of Official Languages 


he Commissioner of Official Languages has the duty to 
1 eee that federal institutions comply with both the let- 
ter and the intent of the Act so that the equal status of both 
English and French will be a reality in the federal domain. 


The raison d’étre of the Commissioner of Official Languages is 
to promote language reform in Canada. 


His jurisdiction is limited to the federal sphere but the goal of 
fair treatment for both English and French extends beyond 
the federal apparatus. The Commissioner, in an unofficial 
fashion, therefore uses the influence of this Office at times to 
encourage language reform in other areas — education, 

the courts, health services and so on. 


The Commissioner’s responsibilities are essentially threefold: 
e first, to act as a linguistic ombudsman on behalf of indi- 
viduals and groups whose language rights have not been 
respected by the federal authorities; 


e second, to function as a linguistic auditor-general by 
monitoring federal institutions to ensure compliance with the 
Act and to measure progress toward linguistic reform; 


e third, to act as an advocate of language reform throughout 
the country by encouraging a more open and positive 
attitude regarding our two official languages and our two 
major linguistic communities. 


The Commissioner is an officer of Parliament and, as such, is 
entirely independent of the government of the day. He is 
appointed for a seven year term, both his appointment and 
removal from office requiring the approval of both Houses of 
Parliament. 


The Act gives the Commissioner no direct power to enforce 
the recommendations on language questions he makes 

to federal institutions. Like any ombudsman, his is largely a 
moral authority. He can try to persuade or convince, but 
his ultimate strength lies in reports he makes to Parliament, 
which serve to publicize governmental shortcomings and 
suggest ways of setting them right. 


In carrying out investigations of complaints, the Commis- 
sioner has the powers of a Superior Court to summon 
witnesses and to require the production of documents. 


The 
Commissloner’s 
Office 


he Commissioner is suported by a Deputy Commissioner 
T53 a Staff of 133 employees operating on an annual 
budget of $7.2 million in the 1982-1983 fiscal year. 


Apart from administrative staff, the Office has branches 
working in the following areas: 

e Complaints and Audits 

e Policy and Liaison 

e Information 


The Complaints and Audits Branch 

The Complaints and Audits Branch has the Eon aed task of 
dealing with linguistic complaints and conducting language 
audits of Federal Government departments and agencies. It is 
divided into two sections, each responsible for roughly half 
of the federal institutions with which the Office deals. 


Complaints. Under the Official Languages Act, any person or 
group of persons, including non-Canadians, may submit a 
complaint to the Commissioner whether by letter, telephone, 
telegram or in person. A person may lodge a complaint 
anonymously, although this makes it impossible for officers to 
contact the person to. seek extra information or to outline the 
results of the investigation. In any case, the complainant’s 
name is not revealed without his or her authorization and 
every precaution is taken to protect complainants from 
possible repercussions or reprisals. 


Where investigation establishes the validity of a complaint, 
recommendations may be made to the institutions concerned 
on how the problem can be rectified. Often this is not neces- 
Sary because institutions make the necessary corrections 
upon being notified of a complaint. 


The Official Languages Act obliges the Commissioner to 
investigate: 


any complaint made to him to the effect that, in any 
particular instance or case, 

a) the status of an official language was not or is not 
being complied with or, 

b) the spirit and intent of this Act was not or is not being 
recognized in the administration of the affairs of any of 
the institutions of the Parliament or Government of 
Canada. 


On the other hand, the Commissionner may refuse to investi- 
gate a complaint if, in his judgement, it is ‘‘trivial’’ or if it is 
“frivolous or vexatious or is not made in good faith’. 


In such cases he must inform the complainant of his reasons 
for dropping the matter. In all cases warranting an investiga- 
tion, the complainant must be kept informed of the results 
and of all efforts to find solutions to the problem raised. 


The Act also sets out the procedure which must be followed 
when an investigation of a complaint is launched. The Com- 
missioner must inform the deputy head or administrative head 
of the institution concerned of his intention to investigate. 
Prior to making a report, the Commissioner is obliged to give 
time to the institution to study and respond to any criticism 
of its operations. 


When the Commissioner makes specific recommendations to 
a department or other federal institutions following an inves- 
tigation, he must also send a copy of his report to the Clerk of 
the Privy Council. Should an institution refuse to take action 
on the Commissioner’s recommendations, he may spell out 
the situation in a special report to Parliament. 


In addition, the Commissioner draws attention to selected 
complaints in his annual report to Parliament. 


In cases outside the purview of the Official Languages Act, 
the Commissioner may nonetheless help a complainant in an 
unofficial way — for example, by referring him to the 
appropriate authority in provincial or other jurisdictions. It is 
the tradition of the ombudsman, which the Commissioner’s 
Office follows, never to turn away a complainant who has 
approached the Office in good faith. 


Audits. The second main function of the Complaints and 
Audits Branch is to go beyond the investigation of individual 
complaints and to evaluate the effort of federal institutions in 
implementing linguistic policies as required by the Official 
Languages Act. 


Whereas the complaints aspect generally reflects the Commis- 
sioner’s ombudsman function, the audits aspect is based upon 
analysis of the Federal Government's performance in the area 
of official languages. The foundation on which the auditing 
rests is the Commissioner's discretion stated in Section 25 of 
the Act, to investigate an institution’s performance on his 
own initiative — rather than waiting for complaints. 


An audit of a government agency’s linguistic performance 
comprises four major activities: 

e evaluating the progress and effectiveness of language 
reform in federal institutions (language of work, language of 
service, equitable participation of the two language groups), 


e identifying situations which contravene the Official 
Languages Act, 


@ preparing recommendations to federal institutions for the 
purpose of ensuring that the Act is respected and that situa- 
tions which are unsatisfactory from the official languages 
point of view are corrected, 


e providing, upon request, advice and information on proven 
methods of complying with the requirements of the Act. 


The methods of operation include: 

e conducting a yearly assessment of the linguistic perfor- 
mance of most major federal institutions, including all 
departments, 


e undertaking audits of specific institutions or issues that 
involve a number of federal institutions, 


e organizing follow-ups to find out how federal institutions 
have acted upon recommendations made by the Commis- 
sioner as a result of special studies or investigations or 
complaints. 


The Policy Analysis and Lialson Branch 

The Policy Analysis and Liaison Branch is the interpretative 
and coordinating arm of the Office. It provides the Commis- 
sioner and his senior officials with advice and analysis con- 
cerning public policies, judicial rulings, local events and so on 
which have a bearing on the role of the Office or which 
touch on related language issues. 


The policy analysis function keeps an eye on and assesses 
developments throughout the linguistic field and coordinates 
policy positions adopted within the Commissioner’s Office. 
This involves scrutinizing documents and studies on language 
related issues which are generated by various sectors of the 
public and the public service throughout the country. 


The Liaison Division provides a link at both the central and 
local levels with federal institutions and with the communities 
served by the Commissioner’s Office. Liaison officers also try 
to bring about fruitful consultations between federal institu- 
tions and their clientele on language questions which relate 
to federal services. 


The Liaison group includes five regional offices located in 
Edmonton, Winnipeg, Subdury, Montreal and Moncton. 
These regional centres are designed to bring the services of 
the Office closer to the people in the various regions of 
Canada and to provide more immediate help to federal 
institutions in those areas. In addition, the regional offices 
provide the Commissioner with up to date and detailed 
information about regional and provincial linguistic concerns. 


The Branch also plays its part in helping to explain the Official 
Languages Act and what it means to individual Canadians 
and to federal institutions. It does so both by assisting in the 
preparation of position papers for the Commissioner and 

by meeting and talking with a variety of groups across the 
country. 


The Information Branch 

The Information Branch is a support and advisory group 
whose task is to inform the public about the Official Lan- 
guages Act and assess reactions to policies and programmes 
relating to official languages. 


The information unit counsels senior management on the 
ongoing communications policy to be followed by the Office. 
It initiates public information programmes, helps in the setting 
of priorities and plays a coordinating role for all communica- 
tions with select or general publics throughout the country. 


Information Branch, Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages 


The Branch is responsible for media relations and efforts to 
publicize the meaning and application of the Official Lan- 
guages Act, and for planning, producing and distributing 
materials from the Office to the widest possible audience. 


There is also the task of assisting the Commissioner, in 
Ottawa and in his travels throughout the country, to explain 
the rights and responsibilities entailed by the Act. 


The overall goal of the Information Branch is to help the 
Commissioner provide objective information about the Act 
and more particularly about the equality of status of the 
English and French languages in Canada. The immediate 
object is to help bring about a more positive response, on the 
part of all segments of the population, to the dual linguistic 


nature of the nation. 


Offices of the Commissioner 


Commissioner of Official Languages 
66 Slater Street 

Ottawa, Ontario 

K1A OT8 

Telephone: (613) 996-6368 


Commissioner of Official Languages 
10506 Jasper Avenue 

11th floor 

Edmonton, Alberta 

T5J 2W9 

Telephone: (403) 420-3111 


Commissioner of Official Languages 
170 Marion Street 

2nd floor 

St-Boniface, Manitoba 

R2H OT3 

Telephone: (204) 949-2111 


(collect calls accepted) 


Commissioner of Official Languages 
127 Cedar Street 

6th floor 

Sudbury, Ontario 

P3E 1B1 

Telephone: (705) 675-0656 


Commisioner of Official Languages 
615 Dorchester West 

6th floor, Suite 620 

Montreal, Quebec 

H3B 1P5 

Telephone: (514) 283-4996 


Commissioner of Official Languages 
1222 Main Street 

3rd floor 

Terminal Plaza Building 

Moncton, New Brunswick 

E1C 8P6 

Telephone: (506) 388-7047 
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